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Note on the Formation of the Proto-bureaucracy during the Kofun Period
Tatsuo Nakakubo
In this article, we explore the development of proto-bureaucracy or ad-
ministration in the Japanese archipelago during the Kofun Period. The Kofun 
Period, which spans from the mid-3rd century to the mid-7th century, witnessed 
the emergence of the Yamato Kingdom, a unified, central administration, and 
the spread of keyhole-shaped tombs across most of the Japanese archipelago. In 
the 5th century, two new types of small kofun emerged. The first type is satellite 
tombs, called “baichō”, which were built around the large keyhole-shaped tombs. 
The second type is dense groups of small tombs, called “shoki gunshūfun”. We 
assume the figures buried in the former to have been administrative staff and 
those in the latter to have been emergent political groups tied to the develop-
ment of new settlements and the organization of craft production. We interpret 
the appearance of these new types of small tombs, which display a high degree 
of similarity, as reflecting the formation of the proto-bureaucracy.
This proto-bureaucracy, however, lacked concrete occupational specializa-
tion and was characterized by personal or familial ties. Nevertheless, it displayed 
considerable centralization and was supported by a network of subordinates 
carrying out a wide range of tasks. The proto-bureaucracy of Japan did not come 
about as a result of internal factors, but rather developed as the central adminis-
tration attempted to incorporate those emergent elite tied to the development of 
new settlements and the management of new technology introduced by immi-
grant groups.
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